The interest in the influence of content schemata on reading among diploma level students who were undergoing the course, i.e. ELC150 Integrated Language Skills: Reading in Universiti Teknologi MARA (Perlis) motivated the researcher to conduct a qualitative case study. A short story entitled, Twelve and Not Stupid by Zuraidah Omar was selected for this study. The 150-word entry response from each participant and the interview data gathered from the in-depth interviews were analyzed to determine whether content schemata had influenced the learners' understanding of the text. This study revealed that content schemata had influenced the learners' understanding of the text as learners' comprehension was facilitated by their background knowledge of the content area of the text.
Introduction
This study which is guided by schema theory, emphasizes the function of content schemata as a major support in reading comprehension. Schema theory has contributed a lot to ESL teaching (Carrell, 1988; Devine, 1988; Eskey, 1988) . During a reading process, the readers' schemata act as a bridge, connecting their prior knowledge on a particular subject matter to the content of the reading passage. Second language learners, lacking background knowledge on the content area of a text will stumble upon texts with content area that they are not familiar with. This becomes a hindrance to a smooth understanding of the reading text. Carrell (1988) states that a reader will have to acquire prior knowledge on the text's content area in order to understand a reading text.
In order to study this particular phenomenon, the researcher conducted a qualitative case study, looking at the influence of content schemata on learners' comprehension of a short story. The following research questions had guided this study:
How do language learners process content-familiar text? What are the factors that contribute to the learners' understanding of the text? The significance of the study is that the findings from this research will provide basic theoretical grounds for further research on reading in relation to the role of content schemata involving ESP diploma level students. It is hoped that the findings from this study, with regard to content schemata can shed some light in facilitating L2 learners to utilize their background knowledge to better understand the text.
Literature review

Concepts in schema theory
Schema theory emphasizes the function of background knowledge as a primary support in reading in a second language. The background knowledge this study focuses on is the readers' knowledge that they tap on in helping them relate to the context of the texts. This knowledge is referred to as content schema, which is the readers' prior knowledge of the content area of the reading passage (Carrell, 1983) . The aspect of comprehension that is focused in this study is how the readers' schemata play their role in "the process of interpreting new information and allowing it to enter and become part of the knowledge store" (Anderson & Pearson, 1988, p. 37) . Bartlett (1932) , Rumelhart (1980) and Rumelhart and Ortony (1977) state that the function of prior knowledge in language comprehension is formalized as schema theory. From schema theory's perspective, any spoken or written text does not provide meaning on its own but only presents guidelines to how readers should recall or create meaning from the knowledge that they have previously acquired (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983) . The learners themselves have to depend on their prior knowledge to comprehend the reading text. Schank and Abelson's (1977) study discusses about schemata as structures of knowledge used to comprehend a reading text. In addition, Anderson (1977) considers these structures as ideational scaffolding. Ortony (1980) explains that "schemata have variables, the same schemata can be used as an interpretive framework for a variety of different instances of the same phenomenon" (p. 359). Van Dijk (1981) further elaborates that schemata are complex structures of knowledge that are of a higher-level.
With regard to the meaning of schemata, Nuttal (1982) further explicates that mental structures are constructed from learners' prior and new experiences, which includes the ones resulting from reading, that reconstruct one's present schemata. A schema keeps growing as well as changing throughout one's life providing that the learner keeps learning. McAnally, Rose and Quigley (1999) explain that schemata are processes of how one manages and records information in one's memory. The development of human memory is structured in relation to meaning that can be compared to a thesaurus, in categories of synonymous words as opposed to individual word meaning, which is similar to a dictionary. Schemata involve vast experiences, ranging from objects that are simple, to abstract units, and also extend to complex events.
Content familiarity in L2 reading
As stated by Nunan (1985) , schema theory suggests that the understanding of a text depends on "the degree to which the experiential world of a given written text is represented in the schemata of the reader" (p. 44). He continues to emphasize that language learners whose schemata are inadequately developed in the content area of the text will experience greater difficulty to comprehend the text as compared to language learners whose relevant schemata are sufficiently developed. Fowler (1991) also emphasises that readers are actively and creatively deploying mental schemata in the process of making sense of the text content while reading.
Methodology
This qualitative case study with the contextual condition, i.e. the participants' familiarity with the content area of the text is the most fundamental element in this study. The type of sampling for this study is purposive sampling where three Part 2, Diploma of Accountancy, Universiti Teknologi MARA (Perlis) students who were undergoing ELC150 Integrated Language Skills: Reading course were selected as participants.
Data collection
The participants were asked to write a personal reading log, i.e. an entry response of 150 words on the short story, Twelve and Not Stupid by Zuraidah Omar (2006) . They were required to reflect on the characters in the short story as well as on the issue discussed in the short story. The short story is one of the eight short stories prescribed by the Academy of Language Studies, UiTM for Part Two diploma level students undergoing ELC150 course at all Universiti Teknologi MARA campuses.
The researcher conducted one-on-one interviewing, i.e. in-depth interviews on the participants in order to triangulate the data collected. Eight open-ended questions were constructed based on the framework of schema theory to explore the participants' reading experience on the text chosen. The in-depth interviews were audio taped and transcribed verbatimly using NVivo 10 software.
Data analysis
The researcher analysed each personal reading log and the interview transcriptions to determine whether content schemata had influenced the learners' understanding of the text. The analysis of the three participants' entry responses was done using a grading criteria, a rubric scale ranging from one to five marks as illustrated in the table below. Whereas, the interview transcriptions were analysed for themes.
Findings
Analysis of the participants' personal reading log entry responses
The grading criteria above was used to assess the participants' level of comprehension of the short story. All three participants' entry responses scored 4.5 marks, which fell under the criteria of being insightful, which exhibited an excellent comprehension of the reading text. Their responses seemed to refer to specific details in the short story. Below are samples of the participants' personal reading log entry responses.
[ 
Analysis of the in-depth interviews
The interview responses were analyzed for themes, which were indicative of the role of content schemata that could facilitate understanding. Sample quotes to illustrate the points are stated as follows. Interview Question 1: How do you describe your reading experience of this text?
The theme that emerged from question one is 'interesting or very interesting'. The participants found the short story to be interesting. 
think it is interesting because it shows that the situation in the short story relates to our lives because I think it's normal to us because there are many situations like this in our lives.
Interview Question 2: Do you look for cues in the short story to infer to certain background knowledge?
The theme from question two that emerged is 'using cues to find the meaning of words'. Participant 1 and 3 stated that they looked for cues from the words in the text itself. Participant 1 said:
Of course I do that. I refer to the meaning of the words in the short story and relate them to my background knowledge.
Participant 3 said: Yes. I look for cues in the words or the sentences. I do have some background knowledge about family issues.
Interview Question 3: Is the theme of the short story predictable? The theme which emerged is 'unpredictability'. Participant 1 and 2 mentioned that they found the theme of the short story to be unpredictable. The theme which emerged from question five is 'keep searching for familiar information'. Participant 1 stated that she was always aware that she kept looking for information in the text to substantiate her background knowledge on the issue. This is illustrated in the quotation below. Participant 1 said:
Yes, I start checking about what I thought in the beginning, that is about this man probably is having another woman. I keep looking for other information in the short story to verify that.
Participant 2 said:
Yes..I read more and more to find more information about the scandal.
All three participants stated that they checked or matched the information in the text against their background knowledge and experience. Participant 1 said:
Like I had mentioned earlier, it happened in my family. So, I matched it with the situation in my family.
At first yes,but in the middle of the short story, it's different. Participant 3 said:
Sasha simply followed her father's instructions, even when her father asked her to lie to her mother. She simply obeyed because she doesn't want to hurt her mother's feelings. I matched her actions with myself.
Interview Question 6: How do you connect the short story to your background knowledge?
The theme that emerged is "forming association". Participants 1 and 2 stated that their previous knowledge helped them to understand the content area of the short story. Participant 1 said:
This However, it is important to note that participants 1 and 2 ignored certain information from their background knowledge when they found that the information from their background knowledge contradicted with the information in the short story. Participant 1 said:
After Interview question 7: Do you associate the character/characters in the short story with your personal experience?
The theme "association with personal experience" has also emerged. All three participants had associated the characters in the short story with their personal experience. Participant 1 said:
I associate it with my uncle's family. 
Discussion
Based on the findings of this study, it can be concluded that the second language learners without any prior knowledge or experience on the content area of the text encountered difficulties to understand what they were reading. Content schemata can be regarded as essential as they play a very important role in reading comprehension. All three participants agreed that background knowledge on the content area of the text was necessary for them to understand the text.
The participants also looked for cues from the words in the short story by referring to the meaning of the words and relating them to their prior knowledge of the content area of the text. The participants admitted that the content in the text had triggered memory from their past in activating their background knowledge on the issue discussed in the short story. They expressed that they were constantly looking for information in the text to verify their background knowledge while reading the short story. Nuttall (1982) states that an alert reader who actively processes the ideas in the reading passage, is able to activate the relevant schemata.
The participants mentioned that they had associated their previous knowledge with the characters in the short story. Their prior knowledge on the content area of the text had verified their understanding. The participants also claimed that they had ignored certain information from their background knowledge when they found that the information was inconsistent with the content of the text. They had even associated the characters in the short story with their personal experience. Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert and Goetz's (1976) study as cited in Xie (2005) suggest that the experience of the reader influences which schemata to be chosen.
Conclusion
This study explored how content schemata could influence the learners' understanding of the text. The two data collection techniques, i.e. personal reading log, entry response and the in-depth interviews had provided insights into the second language learners' cognitive processes that were involved in reading. It can be inferred from the analysis of the participants' 150-word entry responses and the in-depth interview data that content schemata play an important role in the learners' understanding of the text where content schemata facilitate learners' comprehension of the content area of the short story.
